Acute pharyngotonsillitis is an infection restricted to the crypt and surface secretion.
A commonly accepted hypothesis is that acute pharyngotonsillitis is caused by bacteria which first adhere to the epithelial surface and then invade the tonsillar parenchyma; however, evidence directly supporting this hypothesis is not available. In previous studies on acute pharyngotonsillitis, we found that the secretion in crypts and at the surface was infected in acute pharyngotonsillitis while no bacteria were detected in the parenchyma. Based on these results, we have proposed a new hypothesis stating that the infection is restricted to the crypt and surface secretions in acute pharyngotonsillitis. To evaluate this hypothesis further, in the present study we examined tonsillar tissue and secretion from patients with acute pharyngotonsillitis, recurrent pharyngotonsillitis and healthy tonsils. Surface secretion was studied after sampling by an imprint technique followed by routine histological preparation. Tonsillar tissue was examined by fluorescence microscopy after staining with acridine orange and by transmission electron microscopy. There were high numbers of bacteria and moderate or extensive ongoing phagocytosis in the crypt and surface secretion from patients with acute pharyngotonsillitis. Bacteria, leucocytes and phagocytosis were also present, but to less extent in the secretion from patients with recurrent pharyngotonsillitis and to even less extent in the healthy controls. In none of all the investigated tonsils were bacteria present in the parenchyma. Bacterial adherence to the epithelial surface was only very rarely observed. This study supports the hypothesis that acute pharyngotonsillitis is an infection restricted to the crypt and surface secretion and that bacterial adherence is not of significant importance in the pathogenesis of acute pharyngotonsillitis.